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The twenty-third psalm is easily the best-known passage in the Bible.
In a few words it captures the essence of faith. But like the Lord’s Prayer, we may be so familiar with Psalm 23 that we may miss some of the meaning and the impact. Then we have to “go back to get it.”
 
We often say the twenty-third psalm at funerals. Many of us know it from memory--“by heart” as we say. Sometimes we print this psalm, always from the King James Version, which many of us older folk learned was THE certified, codified, verified, and bona fide version of the Bible! 
 
The King James text may sound a little quaint now, but it also gives us some comfort, reminding us of Shakespearean language with all those “thee’s” and “thou’s” and words like “maketh” and “leadeth.” 
 
In the King James Version of Psalm 23, the first lines are (Please say it with me, slowly.): “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures. He leadeth me beside the still waters. He restoreth my soul.”
 
All of us go through difficult days, times when we’re feeling down, depressed, “in a funk.” We may feel that we’re losing our way. When these tough times come, how does Psalm 23 help us get our soul restored? 
 
“He restoreth my soul.” We use that term “soul” rather loosely. We speak of knowing something “down deep in my soul.” In the heat of the civil rights movement, one worker in the Deep South said, “My body may be tired, but my soul is rested.”
 
The soul is the deep down part of us, the core, the center. It’s the part that’s reserved for spiritual resources that keep us going even when our body is tired. The soul is the place where, as the Quakers say, “there is that of God in every person.”
 
We have the choice of nurturing the soul or ignoring it. We can spend time feeding the soul with goodness and light and beauty. Or we can neglect the soul until we feel spiritually depleted.
 
How do we nurture the soul? Sometimes we may think we nurture the soul by being pious, with pious behavior such as getting on our knees to pray, or spending a lot of time in church, or cultivating a holy appearance. We might even occasionally stop to admire our halo. 
 
We seem to think that nurture our soul is all up to us. I remember many years ago deciding that my life was too frantic, too busy. So I announced to a friend that I planned to make some changes. I said that I was going to resign from this group and that group. I planned to take my day off and go to the movies and read more books. I kept spinning out a list of things I planned to do to regain my spiritual balance. My friend stopped and said, “But are you going to leave anything for God to do?
 
The psalmist paints a different picture from all our busy resolves. The psalmist says that God is the one who nurtures our soul. “God is my shepherd. God makes me lie down. God leads me beside still waters.” God takes the initiative to nurture us and keep relationship with us. 
God comes after us in ways similar to the pattern of---let’s be honest---women, mothers! They care about relationships and feelings and talking it through till we understand each other.
 
But to deal with relationships—with each other or God, we have to slow down and listen. We have to get off the fast track, off the whirlwind pace, off the busy schedule. It takes time. As Georgia O’Keeffe, the artist, said, “It takes time to see a flower….like to have a friend takes time.”
 
I remember twenty years ago going to England with my “Bloomsbury” folk-singing group. Wade Smith and I had planned to spend an additional 3 days going backpacking in the Lake District. It had been a very busy week, with many events. And by the time we got to the Lake District, we were tired from the journey. 
But we were determined to “keep trucking” and go hiking. 
 
We got our backpacks ready, purchased our supplies, and made our way to the top of a ridge, overlooking the little village of Ambleside. We sat there on the side of this mountain, as we admired the spectacular view below us. Wade said, “Mel, what a view! That little village looks like a postage stamp down there in the valley.” I said, “Yes, it’s a beautiful place.” A wistfulness began to settle over both of us. Wade then said the unthinkable! 
We had planned this backpacking jaunt for many months. But in that wistful moment he said, “Mel, why don’t we go back down there.” I said, “And not go hiking?” He said, “Right!” I said, “Wade, I think you may be finally growing up.” We then decided that we would take these two days and think “Higher Thoughts.” As we sauntered back down the hiking trail, we set our goals for the two remaining days in Ambleside. 
 
We bought journals and began to write. Wade got some watercolors and began to paint. We took long walks through the village and out in a little garden. We read poetry. We relished being a part of that village for two delightful days.” And we left there refreshed!
 
The psalmist says that God restores our soul. But we have to allow God to do it! We have to stop rushing and begin to cooperate with the restoring. According to the psalmist, the restoring of our soul is connected to the two prior steps, two preliminary movements. First, God makes us lie down in green pastures. God makes us. It’s like a parent telling a restless child: “Lie down now.” Go over there and lie down in that soft meadow. Lying down is a readiness to rest, to be not do, to enjoy a place of loveliness, a place of beauty.
 
Here is a clue about the way God may be trying to restore our souls: God seems to be nudging us to find a place of beauty, a place with green grass and green trees. We feed the soul with beauty---a flowing meadow, a field of daisies, a pristine forest, a garden, a sunset. Go, bask in the beauty of ”green pastures,” a place that fills your spirit, that “restores your soul,” and than even puts a song in your heart!
 
The next sentence gives a similar preparation. “He leads me beside the still waters.” If we asked each other today what geographical place restores your soul, or feeds your spirit, many of us would mention a place with water---an ocean, a lake, a pond, a stream. There is something primal about water---getting back to the basic elements of life: earth, air, fire, water. The “still water” calms the soul.
 
This week I went out to walk on the Eno River. The river was flowing rapidly in spots, but there were other places where the water was barely gliding, almost still. There were trees hanging out over the water, and a glint of sunlight dancing here and there. It’s a lovely place. When I first got there, I was feeling restless and fretful. But as I stood by the water, I began to feel calm. I began to feel grateful. I began to feel re-connected. I felt restored.
 
Sometimes it’s important to get out of the way and let God work. We have to get our agenda off the page. We have to move our fretful energy to the side, and let God’s energy fill us. There are times when my energy is low. I may feel weak, inadequate, but God is always sending new energy, coming as if from an underground stream. But our job is to keep the leaves and debris cleared away from the stream. Or, to change the image, it’s as if in our anxiety and stress, we are breathing shallow breaths. But God says, “Breathe deeply. 
Relax, and let my breath fill you.” Our job is to get out of the way and allow God to give us what we need.
 
Since this is Mother’s Day, let me put it this way: We need to allow God to mother us. Yes, God also gives us fatherly love. But we may understand Psalm 23 better if we think of God restoring our soul by mothering us.
 
Over and over God is reaching out to re-connect with us. God reaches to bond with us, and we respond by bonding with God. God sends us energy, and we begin aligning our energy with God’s energy, with God’s love.
 
I was reminded recently that in England Mothers’ Day is called “Mothering Day.” I like that, since it gives all of us a chance to participate. In this sense we need days like “Mothering Day” to remind us what is most important.
 
What is important is that we learn from God how to be nurtures and to nurture. We learn to get out of the way and let God restore our souls. As mothers and fathers, we can learn from God how to keep coming after each other, listening to each other, and encouraging each other to go find the green pastures, the still stream where God’s energies can fill us, where we can allow God’s love to wrap around us and give us new confidence and courage.
 
God is the loving mother and father who will not give up on us, who does not count how successful or influential we are, or how many toys we end up collecting before we die. God loves us with a deep unconditional love that restores our souls, over and over.
 
On this “Mothering Day,” let’s hope we can all learn from God how we too can be good parents and good friends. When we do that, we help God keep on restoring our souls.
 
So may it be. Amen.
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